Meir Shahar, Crazy Ji: Chinese Religion and Popular Literature. Harvard-Yenching Institute Monograph Series, 48. Cambridge (MA) and London: Harvard University Press, 1998. xviii, 330 pages. ISBN 0-674-17562-X (cloth); ISBN 0-674-17563-8 (paper). Meir Shahar's stimulating study of Jigong , a meat-eating yet spiritually powerful Buddhist monk who ended up being widely worshipped as a god, is a powerful statement about the complexity and vibrant diversity of Chinese religion. The author, who received his Ph.D. from Harvard University and currently teaches at Tel Aviv University in Israel, has long been recognized as a leading figure in the field, beginning with his publication of an article on Sun Wukong in the prestigious Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies. 1 In addition, he also served alongside Robert P. Weller as co-editor of the volume Unruly Gods, which also contains the early results of his work on the relationship between vernacular fiction and popular religion in China. 2 Crazy Ji, the revised version of Shahar's doctoral thesis, represents the fruits of his long-term research on Jigong as a literary and religious figure. Shahar successfully combines methodologies of literary studies and social history to
produce an account that both confirms earlier scholarship about the multivocal nature of Chinese religion and society, while also challenging readers to reconsider problems such as the nature and intensity of resistance in religious contexts, the ways in which Buddhism spread among the Chinese populace, and the importance of humor in Chinese culture.
There can be little doubt of the importance of Shahar's topic. Jigong represents a truly popular deity in every sense of the word, worshipped by people representing the entire spectrum of Chinese society. Over the centuries, his devotees have ranged from unscrupulous gamblers to straight-laced sectarians and members of the Buddhist sangha, and from literati readers to members of the Boxers (Yihetuan In conclusion, it is worth noting that Shahar's study of Jigong may prompt scholars to seriously reconsider the ways in which they study the history of Buddhism, particularly from the perspective of this religion's influence on Chinese society. Inasmuch as he was a practicing member of the sangha,
Jigong certainly deserves to be considered as a "Buddhist" deity, yet he was also a problematic figure who did not appeal to the Buddhist establishment.
This lack of support from the upper levels of the Buddhist hierarchy appears to have had little or no impact on his cult s success, however, and Shahar has shown that popular images of Jigong eventually worked their way into more "orthodox" or "standard" Buddhist texts. It is also somewhat surprising that few Buddhologists seem to have found it necessary to research Jigong's cult, despite its immense popularity and its links to the history of Buddhism in late imperial China. In an important article on the study of Chinese Buddhism, Erik
Zürcher once pointed out that the overwhelming mass of material most scholars use to study Buddhism derives from dynastic histories (zhengshi ), biographical sources like the Gaoseng zhuan , and historical compilations like the Fozu tongji . Such sources generally present only one aspect of Buddhism in China-the doctrines, monastic regulations, and meditation rituals that appealed to the sangha and members of the elite responsible for their compilation. In light of this, Zurcher's claim that "...our picture of Chinese Buddhism as a historical phenomenon is not merely unbalanced, it is distorted beyond all proportions" seems to have some merit. 4 Studies like
